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Sub-theme: The Internationalization of Education 
 
“ The Positioning of Malaysia as an ASEAN  





The competitive landscaping of ASEAN regional growth indicates tremendous potentials 
for every member countries to develop its respective human resources and capabilities. 
Education and training, being the prime movers in building the economy and enhancing 
intellectual prosperity and wealth, should be given the utmost concern to achieve this 
goal. Being located strategically and having a well-developed infrastructure and facilities 
has rendered Malaysia a leading role in attracting prospective students from within the 
region as well as from other nations. As Malaysia is currently pursuing a bold strategy to 
achieve the nation’s Vision 2020, its’ positioning as a hub for educational opportunities 
could contribute to realizing this grand cause. With the growing number of public and 
private universities and a reputation as a fast developing nation, Malaysia stood to attract 
more interest from foreign institutions to form educational partnership in this country. 
The commanding role of Malaysia as chairmanships of both the Non-Aligned Movement 
and Organization of Islamic Conferences respectively have also boosted well the strategy 
to position itself in this region. Organizational and structural analysis in the Malaysian 
educational system showed that Malaysia enjoys a favorable climate for encouraging 
teaching and learning excellence in ASEAN.  Social and political implications are also 




INTRODUCTION, PROBLEM STATEMENT AND OBJECTIVE 
 
With almost 500 million populations, ASEAN is another regional grouping that should be 
considered as importance in the world economy. As it charts the future growth, the vast 
potentials of its resources must be benefited through a steady planning and development 
of educational opportunities in the region.  Education thus plays a vital role in changing 
the economic outlook of this grouping. The establishment of ASEAN University 
Networking (AUN) augurs well for this sector as it provides intellectual growth potentials 
and the encouragement of knowledge seeking among member countries. The intellectual 
capital of a country such as Malaysia can be nourished to generate more knowledgeable 
citizen and eventually shaping the future inspirations of its modern society. Recognizing 
the importance of its presence in the region’s association, Malaysia can enjoy the sort of 
advantages and also exerts a commanding influence due to the existing infrastructure 
facilities of its education system and the stability it had endured over four decades of its 
independence. The institutions of higher learning in Malaysia have undergone several 
developments that reflected ambition of the government to introduce educational reforms 
which begun in 1980s and culminated these changes in the Education Act 1996. These 
reforms are measures taken to ensure that economic growth of Malaysia can 
accommodate the anticipated outcome of an ASEAN Single Community by 2020. The 
existing conditions prevailed in the Malaysian education system and the refutations of its 
institutions of higher learning in specialized area of expertise in this region are basis for 
positioning Malaysia as a leading center of education in South East Asia. 
 
It is the objective of this paper to address the following; 
 
 An Overview of Educational Cooperation in ASEAN. 
  
 The Foreign Connections of Malaysian Public Universities 
 
 The Positioning of Malaysia as ASEAN Leading Centre of Education. 
 




AN OVERVIEW OF EDUCATIONAL COOPERATION IN ASEAN 
 
Following a rapid economic development, the education system of most countries in the 
ASEAN has been expanded quickly. People are concerned not only with education 
quantity but also education quality (Yin Cheong Cheng and Wai Ming Tam, 1997). 
Similarly, Mohammad Ariff (2001) while acknowledging the experience of Malaysia in 
planning to become a center of educational excellence, denotes that excellence in 
education means that every aspects of services related to education should be provided or 
its educational facilities should be of quality and reach a world standard as to the 
expectations of the consumers. According to him, the types of courses should have 
market value and be recognized not only in the country but also overseas.  Quality in 
education is therefore the set of elements in the education system that provides services 
that satisfy both the internal and external strategic constituencies by meeting their explicit 
and implicit expectations (Yin Cheong Cheng and Wai Ming Tam, 1997).  Likewise, 
Jerome (1995) describes excellence as a result of pacesetting levels of personal or 
organizational efficiency and effectiveness. Total quality in higher education emphasizes 
excellence because almost everyone hopes to get quality services or outcomes. On the 
other hand, Clark (1991) notes that national university system in less developing 
countries tend to drift from time to time along the social, cultural and technological 
change so that they can preserve the higher ideals of society. Thus, the introduction of 
smart schools in Malaysia that focuses on the concept of teaching through integrated 
usage of modern technology in teaching is in line with the Malaysian Super Corridor 
(MSC) project (Rahimah, 1998). However, Zulkifli (2002) again reminds on the quality 
standard of university education in Malaysia as University of Malaya only occupies 47 
positions out of 77 universities in the Asiaweek’s 2000 ranking of best universities in 
Asia. Though the criteria in the ranking are open for questioning, it nevertheless reflects 
the concern on quality education as suggested by researchers on this area. 
 
Retrospectively, the first meeting of the ASEAN Ministers of Education that convened in 
Manila in 1977 has highlighted the crucial role of education in the region. The ASEAN 
Subcommittee on Education has been instrumental in bridging cooperation among the 
member’s countries through formulating various projects of ASEAN network of 
education centers. On September 2002, the newly restructured ASEAN Committee on 
Education (ASCOE) has refocused its mission to promote ASEAN awareness in the 
education system of each member countries. A framework   for a plan of actions on 
promoting this awareness has been developed and these include;  
 
i) Student and Faculty Exchange Program 
ii) ASEAN University Network (AUN) 
iii) Scholarship on ASEAN Studies Program 
iv) Collaborative Research Among ASEAN Universities 
 
 
In 2003, University of Malaya had launched a degree program in ASEAN studies while 
had also offered scholarship to interested ASEAN applicants in the above course. The 
ASEAN Distinguished Professors Program that is part of the faculty exchange project is 
to encourage greater development in the intellectual cooperation among academicians in 
the region. Several collaborative researches have been initiated among the leading public 
universities in ASEAN namely the Universiti Brunei Darul Salam, University of the 
Philippine, National University of Singapore, Chulalongkorn University and University 
of Malaya. Exchange programs involving students was launched in August 2002 in 
Thailand with the theme on ‘Education for Conservation of Historical Sites and 
Promotion of Eco-Tourism’. The project is organized to facilitate mutual understanding 
and learning experience of the participating students of the various universities in 
ASEAN.  The student exchange program is hosted annually and is organized by the 





THE FOREIGN CONNECTIONS OF MALAYSIAN PUBLIC UNIVERSITIES 
 
In the January 2004’s New Sunday Times Monthly bulletin on “ Public Universities’ 
Routes to Excellence ”, reported a total of 82 Memoranda of Understanding or 
Memoranda of Agreement facilitating collaborations with institutions from abroad were 
signed between 2000 and October 2003.  Out of these, 12 per cent were signed in 2000, 
25 per cent were signed in 2001 and 39 per cent were signed in 2002. There were 20 
MOUs / MOAs that had been initiated until October 2003. The partner institutions 
comprised of Europe (27 %); North America (5 %);  Australia and New Zealand (12 %);  
Asia (55%) and other regions (2 %).  The scope of activities in the agreements shows that 
53 % of the collaborations covers a specific area of activity while 47 % covers more than 
one activity. Under the specific activity, R and D constitutes 21 per cent, academic and 
staff development ( 15 %);  staff and student exchange program (13 %) and post–
graduate studies accounts for only 4 per cent of the working relationships.  
 
The Public University in Malaysia consists of 11 Universities and 6 University Colleges, 
while the Private University is made up of 11 Universities and 5 University Colleges and 
4 Foreign University Campuses. The Department of Higher Education in the Ministry of 
Higher Education has a total of 380,000 students (320,000 – public universities, 60,000 – 
private universities) and 18,000 academic staff as of June 2004. The public universities 
are ninety per cent funded by the Malaysian government. Thus, the internationalization 
drive of the government through the numerous collaborations mentioned above is to 
facilitate the enhancement of research by the universities and creating a world-class 
learning environment in the public as well as the private universities in Malaysia. The 
following table indicates the different foreign institution or countries of origin the 
collaborative partnerships established therein with the local universities and the 
refutations of the latter in terms of their respective fields of expertise.. 
 
 










Department / Expertise 
 
Scope of Activity /  Area of 
Involvement / Foreign 




1. Uni. of Malaya 
 
Asia – Europe Institute 
(AEI); International Relation 
Unit 
ASEAN University Network; 
Association of Commonwealth 
Uni,; Inter’l Association of Uni, 
and South East Asian Studies 
Regional Exchange Program 
 
2. Uni. Kebangsaan   
Malaysia. 
Inst of Malay World & 
Civilisation ( ATMA ); 
Institute of Occidental 
Studies (IKON) 
 
Uni. Cooperation for 
Internationalization on Asia -
Europe project 
 
3. Universiti Putra 
Malaysia 
 
Pole position in government 
funded IRPA projects 
UK, US, Japan, West Asia, 
Sudan, Iran, Yemen, Inst. Of 
Gerontology (Kyoto Uni. Japan) 
 
4. Uni. Sains 
Malaysia 
Medical biotechnology;  
ecological drainage; vector 
control; anti addictive drugs 
and aquaculture research 
 
UK, US, Japan, Australia, New 
Zealand 
   
 
5. Uni. Teknologi 
MARA 
 
Office of Corporate Comm. 
International Relation Unit; 
Walaila Uni. Thailand (staff 
exchange program) 
Japan International Cooperation 
Agency (JICA); Australia, 
Canada, UK, US, France, 
Germany, Russia, Uzbekistan, 
Ukraine,Turkey, Japan, China, 
Thailand. 
 
6. Uni. Utara 
Malaysia 
ASEAN Symposium on 
Educational Management and 
Leadership 
UK, US, Australia, New 
Zealand, Cambodia, Indonesia 
and Thailand 
 
7. Uni. Teknologi 
Malaysia 
20 % (postgraduate) and 5 % 
(undergraduate) for oversea 
enrolment 
West Asia and Africa, UK, 
Australia, Japan, France and 
Belgium 
 
8. Uni. Pendidikan 
Sultan Idris 
 
Centre for International 
Relations 
Uni. Pendidikan Indonesia, 
Bandung; Beijing Institute of 
Foreign Language (Conference 





International Student Office; 
Borneo Studies Program 
Curtin Uni. Sarawak Campus 
(Miri); Uni. Brunei and other 
universities in Kalimantan, UMS 
(Sabah) 
 
10. UMS. Sabah 
Centre for Corporate & 
International Relations 
Japan, UK, Australia,  
 
11. International   
Islamic University 
 
Institute for Muslim Unity 
Federation of Uni. in Islamic 






Japan, Indonesia, Germany, 




World Fatwa Management & 
Research Institute (INFAD) 
Indonesia, Uni. of Cairo, Jordan, 
General Council for Islamic 





Coventry Uni. (UK); Technical 





aquaculture, marine sciences,  
 
Japan, US, Norway, UK 
 
16. KUKTEM 
Industrial and chemical 
engineering 
Nuremberg, Hamburg 
(Germany),  Coventry (UK) 
 
17. KUiTTHO 
Applied sciences; research 
center for soft soil (RECESS) 
UK, US, Australia, Brunei, the 









THE POSITIONING OF MALAYSIA AS ASEAN LEADING CENTRE OF 
EDUCATION 
 
The Education Act 1996 outlines specifics policies pertaining to all levels of education 
including preschool and post secondary education which was not covered in the earlier 
Education Act 1961 (Rahimah, 1998). Major educational reforms were formulated 
through new legislations that include; i) Private Higher Education Institution Act 1996; 
ii) National Accreditation Act 1996; iii) National Council on Higher Education Act 1996; 
and iv) National Higher Education Fund Council Act 1997. Their implementations are to 
assure quality of courses and training programs provided by the various higher education 
institutions. For example, the National Council on Higher Education Act 1996 pertains to 
the planning, formulating and determining national policies and strategies for the 
development of higher education in the country. The Act stipulates also the criteria for 
the allocation of funds and the policies relating to the entry of students, salary structure 
and personnel management system of universities and university colleges established 
under the University and University College Act 1971.  
 
The Ministry of Higher Education has also proposed several measures to bring drastic 
change in the higher education landscaping of the country. One important aspect of these 
proposals concerns the attracting of more foreign student to pursue higher education in 
Malaysia. The Ministry has indicated that foreign students would make up 5 per cent of   
total enrolment in undergraduate programs in the country. Amendment to the application 
of study visa is made easier by requesting applicants to get their visa in Malaysia instead 
of in their own country. The foreign students only need a letter of acceptance by the 
education institution and when they arrived in Malaysia, the institution will help to get 
the student visa within two (2) weeks of their arrival.  
 
Another measure that could provide greater advantage to Malaysia in its positioning 
strategy is the hiring of foreign lecturers especially in the expansion of some critical 
faculties such as medical and allied sciences. These foreign connections enable the public 
universities to further develop their area of specialization and at the same gaining vital 
edge in promoting the advancement of knowledge in those fields. This refutation and 
image augur well as Malaysia steady itself in this region as the hub of educational 
excellence.  
 
In addition to this, there are several reasons that would convince the foreign students to 
choose Malaysia as their preferred destination for higher education. They include the 
following; 
 
 Low living cost – around RM9000 per annum or RM600 – RM700 
monthly. 
 
 Extensive array of study programs available. 
 
 Academic staff with diversifies global qualification. 
 
 English is the medium of instruction for most of the study programs 
 
 Strategic geographical location 
 
 Harmonious multiracial and multicultural – a cosmopolitan environment 
 
 Quality education system and political stability. 
 




The Malaysia government has also targeted that the number of foreign students in the 
public universities to reach 25,000 by 2005. At present, there are 23,000 students from 
135 countries. On the other hand, the private institutions of higher education expect 
50,000 foreign students to enroll in their programs by 2005. These figure are achievable 
since the ministry has also encouraged foreign institutions to set up campuses in 
Malaysia. University of Nottingham (UK) and Monash University (Australia) are 
examples of such foreign institutions that have established branch campuses in the 
country. By encouraging more foreign university to set up branch campuses, the 
government could retain the country’s top students. Other ASEAN countries like 
Singapore and Thailand have succeeded in keeping their top students from looking 
outside of the country for their education opportunities or employment (Indramalar, 
2004).  
 
Likewise, Malaysia can also gain the advantage by virtue of its political role as 
chairmanship of both the Non-Aligned Movement and Organization of Islamic 
Conferences. The stewardship of these groupings land useful credentials in portraying 
image of this country as the center of academic excellence among the member countries.  
An increasing number of foreign students from West Asia and Africa have enrolled in 
Universiti Putra Malaysia and Universiti Teknologi Malaysia respectively. 
 
In summary, the positioning strategy to make this country as viable and preferred 
destination for higher education among prospective foreign students lies on these factors; 
a) academic refutations of Malaysian universities; b) efficient education system; c) 
excellent facilities – library, information and communication technology and research 










THE SOCIAL AND POLITICAL IMPLICATIONS ON ASEAN EDUCATION 
COOPERATION 
 
The ASEAN University Network (AUN) promotes collaborative studies and research 
programs among its 17- member educational institutions. Among its activities are the 
development of ASEAN Studies Programs; Student and Faculty Exchange Programs; 
Information Network Among ASEAN Universities; and ASEAN Scholarship for 
Graduate Studies at Member Countries. As Malaysia charts its ambition to lead 
educational excellence in this region, the promotion of ASEAN awareness and solidarity 
can be manifested in the approach through more and broader linkages that Malaysia has 
been able to establish with the foreign institutions. The two - pronged linkages would 
benefit other ASEAN countries since the common ideals, values, and aspirations of 
ASEAN can be fostered to achieve mutual cooperation and tolerance by the commanding 
and influential position taken by Malaysia as the leading nation in pursuing excellence in 
education. 
 
Similarly, the prospect of a single ASEAN Community by 2020 implies that economic 
considerations underline major aspects of ASEAN policies and strategies to achieve 
them. Education being one of the prime elements in ASEAN future growth and progress 
should be fully utilized to develop the human potentials available in the region. The 
intellectual capital of ASEAN must be further strengthened through the vast opportunities 
in education that can be offered by the presence of excellent resources and expertise in 
the region. This strength can then consolidate ASEAN influence in the world economy as 
well as political relations with the other regional blocks. The balance of power must be 
preserved in the sense that the powerful nations or blocks may not easily dictate political 






The availability of excellent facilities and efficient infrastructure in the Malaysian 
education system are vital requirements for making this country as a leading ASEAN 
center of excellence. The attractiveness of the education system plus Malaysia’s steady 
and increasing influence as chairmanship of both the political and economical 
movements present a formidable forces that could well position Malaysia as the hub of 
educational opportunities in this region.  International recognition of achievements by 
academics and students of several Malaysian universities further emphasize the growing 
refutation of this country as a preferred destination for higher education among 
prospective foreign applicants. The growing number of collaborations with foreign 
institutions reflects the strong intellectual capabilities of the Malaysian universities to 
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